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A substantial literature documents the difficult circumstances of immigrant women from
non-English speaking backgrounds in urban Australia. This group has had considerable
research attention since the 1970s, as Alcorso (1989) notes in her excellent review,
resulting in distinct bodies of enquiry about immigrants in general and also about
immigrant women. Our paper diverges somewhat from the starting point of most of this
literature and considers the circumstances of immigrant women by explicitly comparing
them with those of immigrant men.
We seek to establish differences and similarities in the experiences of immigrant women
and immigrant men, as they work in manufacturing industry and negotiate other of their
life circumstances around it. Data are presented so as to show aspects of people's daily
lives in manufacturing work in which being a woman or a man seems to make a
difference - that is, to indicate aspects of manufacturing workers' experience that are
gendered.
The paper relies upon two central data sources developed in research funded by the
Office of Multicultural Affairs in 1988. These data sources are: 1) census data from
1971 to 1986 about the different gender and birthplace groups that make up the
manufacturing workforce and 2) responses from a 1988 survey of 272 immigrants of
Yugoslav, Greek and Vietnamese birthplaces, each of whom had spent at least one year
in manufacturing industry since 1970. The survey was conducted in Melbourne. The
census data indicate in cross sectional fashion the segmented nature of the
manufacturing labourforce, and the relative place of immigrant women and men in that
labourforce over the last twenty five years. The data also point to considerable
diversity over that time and in different mainland Australian cities, in the workforce
experience of different gender and birthplace groups. (Inter-urban variations will not be
addressed in this paper.) The interview data provide a rare longitudinal perspective on
the job mobility of immigrant women and men once in manufacturing work, and the
degree to which their prior qualifications and work experience were related to
manufacturing occupations. The interview data also provide information on acquisition
of workplace-related skills and use of support services to allow labourforce
participation.
After a brief account of recent changes in Australian manufacturing industry, the paper
describes the gendered nature of Australian manufacturing work for immigrants. First,
data are presented about the relative position of immigrant women in the manufacturing
workplace: this highlights the levels of segregation of manufacturing workers of
different gender and birthplace groups, and the industrial and occupational mobility of
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immigrant workers after arrival in Australia. Second, gender differences in the
acquisition of skills (language, qualifications, training) of use in manufacturing (and
other) workplaces are considered. Third, data are presented about the use of support
services by men and women immigrants - here the focus is on use of child care services
permitting parents to engage in paid work outside the home. A final section suggests
avenues for explaining these differences in the immigrant experience of manufacturing
work that are associated with gender.
1.

R e c e n t c h a n g e s i n A u s t r a l i a n m a n u f a c t u r i n g in d u s t r y

Since the early 1970s Australian manufacturing industries have declined (for a fuller
treatment of this, see Webber, Campbell and Fincher, 1990). The loss of competitive
advantage for these industries has been accompanied by changes in the number of
manufacturing jobs and in their occupational type and industrial position. Between
1972 and 1984 jobs in Australian manufacturing declined about 13 per cent, employing
1.3 million workers in 1972 and 1.13 in 1984. A slight rise in manufacturing
employment has been recorded since then. The figures also show that males and
females have been affected differently within this period by the loss of manufacturing
employment. Females lost jobs more in the 1970s, but males have lost jobs faster in the
1980s. It must be kept in mind, also, that women are increasingly working fewer hours
than men - that the jobs they now occupy in manufacturing, as in other employment
sectors, are very often part-time jobs.
There have been shifts over the last two decades in the relative significance of different
occupations within manufacturing industry. The proportion of people employed in
trades, crafts and labouring jobs has declined, but the number in professional and sales
jobs has increased. Accordingly, the ‘feminisation’ of manufacturing employment in
the 1970s and later in the 1980s (that is, the relative decline in male employment) has
not been due to an increase in traditionally ‘female’ occupations, for example, clerical
jobs, because the expanding occupations have been in male-dominated work areas.
Rather, it is due to women entering professional, clerical and (especially) sales
occupations (Webber, Campbell and Fincher, 1990).
As well, different manufacturing industries have undergone employment change to
different degrees, in the period. For example, clothing and footwear, textiles and other
machinery and equipment are categories of industry that have lost employment. The
birthplace and gender groups employed in particular industries, then, will be vulnerable
in different ways to processes of industrial restructuring.
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A literature on labour market segmentation has emerged in Australia which classifies
gender and birthplace groups, in the Australian labourforce as a whole, according to the
sorts of occupations they generally hold. (See the review in Webber, Campbell,
Morrison and Fincher, 1989: ch. 2.) Within Australia, the employment of Australian
and overseas bom people shows clear differences, and men and women have had
different experiences. Migrants suffer higher rates of unemployment than the
Australian-born and are over-represented in blue collar occupations (BLMR, 1986) especially production jobs in manufacturing and construction (Strieker and Sheehan,
1981). Women experience more unemployment, lower labourforce participation rates
and higher part-time employment than men (Eccles, 1984: 2; Whitfield, 1987: 106).
Gender segregation is high by international standards (OECD, 1980), though declining
(Lewis, 1981): 60 per cent of female employment is in industries in which more than
half the workforce is female (Moir and Selby-Smith, 1979).
According to Collins (1978, 1988), the migrant labour force in Australia has the
following characteristics. Migrants of English-speaking background have a labour
market distribution similar to that of the Australian bom. They are concentrated in white
collar service sector jobs or skilled manufacturing jobs. Men hold better quality jobs
than women in these sectors - their occupations are more career oriented, permanent
and better paid. Migrants from non-English speaking countries are concentrated in
semi-skilled and unskilled production line and labouring jobs, especially in
manufacturing and construction. Again, women have the worst of these jobs, with poor
working conditions and pay and limited prospects for occupational mobility.
With regard to the industrial position of the migrant labour force, it is clear that since
1971, manufacturing industry has persistently employed a larger proportion of people
bom overseas than have other industrial sectors. Whereas in all industries, about 75 per
cent of the employed were bom in Australia, and 85 per cent in an English-speaking
country, in manufacturing industry the Australian bom make up only 58 per cent of
employed women and 63 per cent of employed men. (People bom in an English
speaking country make up 70 per cent of employed women and 76 per cent of
employed men.) The loss of jobs in manufacturing since 1974 has therefore had a
severe impact on the economic prospects of immigrant men and women.
The proportions of overseas bom people differ widely, of course, between the different
manufacturing industries. Textiles, clothing and footwear industries have a high
proportion, as does the transport equipment industry (for men). By contrast, the food,
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beverages and tobacco, wood, wood products and furniture, and paper and paper
products industries have more limited reliance on overseas bom labour; in Australian
terms these industries have a relatively high proportion of their labour forces in non
metropolitan areas.
2.

I m m i g r a n t w o m e n a n d m e n in t h e m a n u f a c t u r in g w o r k p l a c e

2 .1

S eg reg a tio n in m a n u fa ctu rin g in d u stry

Taking first the matter of industrial affiliation, immigrant women have been persistently
over-represented in manufacturing industries in the last twenty-five years, compared to
immigrant men. This is measured by analysis of their levels of segregation in
manufacturing industries.
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Figure 1. Occupational mobility within Australia
Statistical tests: (i) Occupational group by first/main: Chisquare = 5.875, df = 2, p = 0.053; (ii) occupational group by
first/main by gender: Chi-square = 32.22, df = 7, p < 0.001;
(iii) occupational group by main/current: Chi-square = 25.160)
df = 2, p < 0.001.
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SEGREGATION INDICES FOR MEN, 1971 AND 19B6
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These graphs show the proportion of different birthplace/gender groups that would
have to be redistributed amongst individual industries in manufacturing if their
distribution amongst those industries were to be the same as that for the population as a
whole. Though the absolute levels of segregation are declining somewhat, there has
been little variation in the relative segregation of immigrant men and women (and
indeed of Australian born men and women). But the experience of ethnicity in
manufacturing shows itself to be gender specific - whether or not a birthplace group is
highly segregated depends on whether it is the men or women of the birthplace groups
that are considered.
Accordingly, those birthplace groups most segregated in manufacturing industry, those
who depend on manufacturing industry as a whole for more than 30 per cent of their
employment, are different according to whether men or women are considered. They
are:
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Females
Greece
Yugoslavia

Males

Cyprus
Turkey (45 per cent)
Vietnam (50 per cent)

Yugoslavia

Malta
Poland
Turkey (45 per cent)
Vietnam (53 per cent)

These birthplace groups are especially vulnerable to the effects of manufacturing
restructuring. Which birthplace groups have the highest segregation is a matter of
gender.
2 .2

R a tes o f jo b loss

There have been changes between 1971 and 1986 in the employment of different
gender/birthplace groups, due to job reductions in particular manufacturing industries,
and in part to declines in the total employment of gender/birthplace groups as their
immigrant cohort ages. The situation differentiates the industrial structure of the gender
groups interestingly. In the early 1970s, immigrant women were losing manufacturing
jobs faster than men, but that situation has now been reversed. This is because females
in the 1970s were working more in declining industries; in the 1980s men have had that
experience. It is also because overseas bom persons have been replaced in certain
industries by Australian bom persons. For both men and women manufacturing job
losses have accrued more to the overseas bom than to the Australian bom, then, and
immigrants in manufacturing have suffered under the dual disadvantage of working
within those industries that have declined the fastest and are being replaced, within
individual industries, by the Australian bom. The table below shows how the larger
birthplace groups have been affected in the period 1981-1986.

7
Table 1

Displacement and Replacement of Birthplace Groups
in Manufacturing Industry, 1981 - 1986
1981

Males

Employment

Losses caused by
Replacement
Declining inds

UK & Ireland
Germany

99283

-7316

-14364

12732

-458

-1903

Greece

19486

-2562

Italy

32995
10045
9282

-3528
4612
-1206

4658
-1374

-1055

-1264

7964

-958

-1235

25832

-1492

-3991

5536

-1196

-1905

5453

+5720

10492

+2404

883
-1234

525190

+35

-65631

Malta
Netherlands
Poland
Yugoslavia
Lebanon
Vietnam
NZ
Australia

1981
Females
UK & Ireland
Germany
Greece
Italy
Yugoslavia
Vietnam
NZ
Australia

Losses caused by

Employment

Replacement

Declining inds

29720

-1393

-3435

4133

-213
-2554

-511
-1304

-3468

-1490

13836

-1498

-1606

3277

+2429

-359

4103

+1290

-386

164264

+9055

-15906

12838
15604

For example, in the section of the table about females, 164,262 Australian-born were
employed in 1981. By 1986, 15,906 of these jobs had been lost due to employment
reductions in declining industries, but 9,055 had been taken by Australian-born
workers. New Zealand- and Vietnam-born women had been taking up jobs and
replacing other birthplace groups also. Those from birthplaces listed higher up had been
replaced. In the men's section of the table, Australian-born workers (and New Zealandand Vietnam-born) had been holding their number of jobs or replacing others,
compared to the other overseas bom men listed. What the table does not indicate
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explicitly is the replacement of men due to the movement of women into a wider range
of manufacturing occupations.
2 .3

Industrial and occupational allocation and mobility

If we move now to Melbourne, to consider data collected in the 1988 survey of Greek-,
Yugoslav- and Vietnamese-born men and women, information about the allocation of
newly arrived men and women to particular industrial sectors and occupations is of
interest. Were the differences between their employment situation before migrating and
their first manufacturing job in Australia similar? Having discovered this, the nature of
their later job mobility must be established. To what degree have immigrant women,
compared to immigrant men, been able to improve their employment characteristics by
moving between occupations and industries? Is industrial and occupational mobility
gender neutral? It is important to note, first, that prior to their arrival in Australia, the
proportion of women employed was far lower than that of the immigrant men in the
sample. Thirty-three per cent of females as compared to 72 per cent of males were
employed. By contrast, there is no significant difference between the occupational
distribution of males and females before arrival in Australia.
Table 2

Occupational distribution of migrants prior to arrival in
Australia, per cent

Occupational Group

Females

Males

A

16

19

B

10

8

C
D

19

32

16

7

E

39

34

Total number employed

31

129

Proportion employed

33

72

Total number

94

178

Statistical tests: (i) occupation by gender: Chi-square = 4.113, df = 4, p = 0.390;
(ii) employed/not employed by gender: chi-square = 39.612, df = 1, p < 0.001.
Note: occupations are classified according to the 1986 ASCO:
A - managers and administrators;
B - professionals and paraprofessionals (groups 2 and 3 of ASCO);
C - tradespersons;
D - clerks and salespersons (groups 5 and 6 of ASCO);
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E - plant and machine operators and drivers, and labourers (groups 7 and 8 of ASCO).

The data on industrial allocation and mobility are presented in the table below. This
table describes the industries in which interviewees worked prior to emigrating, in their
first manufacturing job here, in their main manufacturing job and in their current job. It
indicates that migrants changed their industries when they moved to Melbourne. But
once they started working in a particular industry, the distribution of jobs between
industries remained stable over time. There has been little industrial mobility for either
the men or women, then. In first, in main or in current manufacturing job, a half of the
women interviewed worked in the textiles, clothing or footwear industries, a quarter in
the metals industries and many of the rest in food, beverages and tobacco; a half of the
men worked in the metals industries, but the rest were spread across a variety of
industries. The industrial distribution of males and females is very different. Because
the women are more segregated in a few industries, they are more susceptible to any
industrial change that occurs in those few industries. Men, on the other hand, being
spread more through the range of manufacturing industries in Melbourne, are less
vulnerable to particular industries' restructuring. This situation has characterised the
working lives of the interviewees.
Comparing the industrial affiliation of the men and women before coming to Australia
and in their first job in manufacturing here, it is clear that women underwent a far more
dramatic change in their working life than did the men. (Note that the mean time
between arrival in Australia and taking up the first job in manufacturing here was 0.96
years for males and 1.64 for females; but 51 per cent of the women in the sample and
67 per cent of the men had obtained their first manufacturing job within six months of
arrival.) This was due primarily to the fact that two thirds of the women had not
worked in paid employment before arrival in Melbourne, and now found themselves in
manufacturing industry. The figures also show, however, that only about 26 per cent
of the male immigrants had been employed in manufacturing industry before arrival, so
the dramatic switch for them in industrial affiliation is important as well.
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Table 3

Industrial distribution of migrants within manufacturing
industries
Before

Industry

First job
in mfg

migrating
F

M

Number

All
%

F

M

All

Number

%

18

14

22

6

9
4

18

25, 26

0

10

18

47
2

27, 28

2

4

11

2 9 -3 3
20, 34

0

27

0

15
4

Persons

9

46

21
23,24

1

7

F

Main job

Current job

in mfg

in mfg

M

Number

All
%

9

24

12

19

13
24

46

19

16

7

4

0

10

4

20
11

93
17

96

178

F

M

Number

All
%

24

6
22

10
11

11
22

24

10

3

18

14

0

8

0

7

5

42

24

12

53

43

10

11

87
16

3
41
10

1

5

5

96

178

44

106

Statistical tests: (i) Industry before industry first: Chi-square = 16.33, df = 5, p = 0.006;
(ii) industry first by industry main: Chi-square = 4.89, df = 5, p = 0.43;
(iii) industry main by gender (main job): Chi-square = 56.444, df = 5, p < 0.001.
Note: Industries are:
21 - food, beverages and tobacco; 23 - textiles; 24 - clothing and footwear; 25 - pulp, paper and paper
products; 26 - wood and wood products; 27 - chemicals; 28 - nonmetallic mineral products; 29 - basic
metal products; 31 - fabricated metal products; 32 - transport equipment; 33 - other machinery and
equipment; 2- - inadequately described; 34 - miscellaneous.

Turning now to occupational questions, the literature on labour market segmentation
discusses principally the occupations of different birthplace and gender groups. We
have shown that industrial segregation of those groups occurs, and must contribute to
the particular vulnerability of immigrant manufacturing workers to job losses.
However, the occupations of immigrant women (and men) within manufacturing
industry are very significant determinants of job quality, and also of vulnerability to
industry restructuring of different types (for example, removal of jobs of particular
types due to mechanization).
The survey data reveal that the first job in manufacturing in Australia for both males and
females in the sample was primarily in the semi and low skilled occupations of plant
and machine operators and drivers, and labourers (see table below). No one was
employed as a manager, professional or paraprofessional and only two people were
employed as clerks or sales persons. However, there is a major difference in the
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occupational structure of the two genders: 12 per cent of males had been able to obtain
skilled jobs in manufacturing; no females had.
Indeed, there is a highly significant difference between the occupational distributions of
the migrants before and after their migration. Both males and females are much more
highly concentrated in clerical, sales, operating and labouring occupations than they had
been in their home country. This difference means that for individual migrants
migration involved downward occupational mobility. Furthermore, this reduction in
occupational status affects the genders differently: women lost status to a greater extent
than men.
Table 4

Occupational distribution of migrants before migrating and
first job in manufacturing in Australia, per cent

Occupational
group
A, B

Females
After
Before

Males
Before
After

All
Before

After

26

0

27

0

27

0

C

19

0

32

12

29

8

D,E

55

100

41

88

44

92

31

94

129

178

160

272

Total Number

Statistical tests: (i) Occupational group by before/after: Chi-square = 133.226, df = 2, p < 0.001;
(ii) occupational group by before/after gender: Chi-square = 166.54, df = 7, p < 0.001.
Note: occupational groups are:
A - managers and administrators; B - professionals and paraprofessionals; C - tradespersons; D - clerks
and salespersons; E - plant and machine operators and drivers, and labourers.

If we consider the combined effects of industrial and occupational allocation of
immigrant men and women to positions in manufacturing industry shortly after their
arrival in Australia, it is clear that for women the contrast with their circumstances prior
to migration was most dramatic. They arrived with the least experience of low skilled
manufacturing jobs (only one in ten had had experience in manufacturing work and
only one in twenty specifically as labourers or operators) and were more concentrated
within such occupations upon arrival. The concentration, and the difference it marks to
previous circumstances, is most pronounced for the Vietnamese-born women in the
sample.
The following table introduces the issue of mobility between jobs in Australia. It
compares the occupational distribution of migrants in their first and main jobs in
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manufacturing in Australia. (This main job may in fact have also been their first job.)
Both women and men remain highly concentrated in the semi and lower skilled
occupations of operators and labourers, though some men have moved into managerial
and professional occupations and 16 per cent are tradespersons.
There has, then, been a slight improvement in the occupational distribution of the
migrants (see the table below). Four males have moved into managerial or professional
occupations and another 31 persons have entered skilled trades occupations. However,
this change in the distribution of occupations is not significant. And, importantly, the
change in occupations is largely concentrated among the males: only three females have
moved out of the operators and labourers categories. Again, though, this difference is
not significant. There was little mobility from time of first job to time of main job.
Table 5

Occupational distribution of migrants’ first and main jobs
in manufacturing in Australia, per cent

Occupational

Females

Males

AH

group

Before

Main

Before

Main

Before

Main

A, B

0

0

2

0

1

C

0

3

0
12

8

11

D,E

100

97

88

16
82

92

87

94

94

178

178

272

272

Total Number

Statistical tests: (i) Occupational group by before/main: Chi-square = 5.875, df = 2, p = 0.053;
(ii) occupational group by before/main gender: Chi-square = 32.22, df = 7, p < 0.001.
Note: occupational groups are:
A - managers and administrators; B - professionals and paraprofessionals; C - tradespersons; D - clerks
and salespersons; E - plant and machine operators and drivers, and labourers.

The main difference between the two occupational distributions is that women continue
to be over-represented in clerical, sales, operating and labouring occupations, whereas
males are over-represented in trades occupations. Thus, the differences between the
occupational distributions of males and females that appeared in the first job have
continued to the present.
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Table 6

Occupational distribution of migrants’ current job in
Australia, per cent

Occupational Group

Females

Males

A
B

7
2

8

C
D

7
11

23
2

E

73

66

Total number employed

55

132

Proportion employed

59

74

Total number

94

178

3

Statistical tests: (i) occupation by gender: Chi-square = 11.87, df = 4, p = 0..018;
(ii) employed/not employed by gender: chi-square = 7.010, df = 1, p = 0.008.
Note: occupational groups are:
A - managers and administrators; B - professionals and paraprofessionals; C - tradespersons; D - clerks
and salespersons; E - plant and machine operators and drivers, and labourers.

There does appear to have been substantial occupational mobility between the main job
in manufacturing and the current job (see table below). Whereas for 87 per cent of the
migrants their main job had been in a clerical, sales, operating or labouring
occupation,s that proportion has now fallen to 71 per cent. Furthermore, the 1 per cent
who had been managers or professionals has risen to 11 per cent. This apparent
upward occupational mobility contrasts with the downward or static pictures derived
from earlier time slices.
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Table 7

Occupational distribution of migrants’ current job in
Australia, per cent

Occupational
group

Females
Main
Current

Males
Main
Current

All
Main

Current

A, B

0

9

2

11

1

11

C

3

7

16

23

11

18

D,E

97

84

82

66

87

71

94

55

178

132

272

187

Total Number

Statistical tests: (i) Occupational group by before/main: Chi-square = 25.160, df = 2, p < 0.001;
Note: occupational groups are:
A - managers and administrators; B - professionals and paraprofessionals; C - tradespersons; D - clerks
and salespersons; E - plant and machine operators and drivers, and labourers.

However, it is necessary to examine these data a little more carefully before accepting
this conclusion. First, consider the females. Of the 94 women who started their careers
in manufacturing in Australia as clerks, salespersons, operators or labourers, only four
had become tradespersons and only five had become managers or professionals. Of the
managers, three operated corner stores - hardly evidence of upward occupational
mobility. All the remaining apparent rise in occupational status among the females is
due to the fact that 39 operators and labourers had left the labour force.
Similarly, amongst males. The single largest change has been caused by those who left
the labour force; 43 of the operators and labourers and three of the tradespersons. It is
largely for this reason that the apparent significance of operating and labouring
occupations has declined. The second most significant change has been the emergence
of a group of managers (now numbering 11), of whom nine are small shopkeepers.
The remaining upward occupational mobility is limited; of the 156 male clerks,
salespersons, operators and labourers in the first job, 12 have become tradespersons
(though one has fallen in status since the first job), 15 have become managers or
professionals (nine shopkeepers) and 43 have left the labour market. That leaves 18
cases of unambiguous upward mobility from the original 156.
As far as occupation is concerned, migration is associated with a loss of occupational
status, particularly for women, whose occupational mobility in our sample is utterly
negligible. Some retrieve the lost status during their careers in Australia, but most of the
upward mobility of migrants that is described in the literature arises from the twin facts
that (i) those in the operating and labouring occupations have a high propensity to leave
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the labour force and (ii) a high proportion of the managers are small shopkeepers. Most
migrants never retrieve the occupational status they had prior to arrival. Especially,
most women never do. Mobility diagrams indicate this clearly.
Table 8

Occupational mobility, males
First Job

Occupations

Main Job

Current Job

A, B

0

4

15

C

22

28

30

D, E

156

146

87

Number of persons

178

178

132

Table 9

Occupational mobility, females

Occupations

First Job

Main Job

Current Job

A, B

0

0

C

0

3

5
4

D, E

94

91

46

Number of persons

94

94

55

Note: occupational groups are:
A - managers and administrators; B - professionals and paraprofessionals; C - tradespersons; D - clerks
and salespersons; E - plant and machine operators and drivers, and labourers.

In summary, the industrial and occupational allocation and mobility of the immigrant
women surveyed reveals their situation to be more limiting than that of the immigrant
men, though that of the men is limiting enough. Change in work characteristics pre and
post migration to Australia has been more dramatic for the group of women, and the
loss of occupational status greater. Occupational mobility has been non existent for the
women, though slightly better for the men. This has meant that retrieval of occupational
status, and the lifestyle associated with it, has been impossible for the immigrant
women in the study, and scarcely possible for the men. And this is largely regardless of
the qualifications, skills and experience brought by immigrant women to Australia, as
the next section attests.
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3.

T h e a c q u is i t io n o f w o r k p l a c e s k il l s
(LANGUAGE, QUALIFICATIONS, TRAINING)

Differences in the experience of the manufacturing workplaces according to gender,
documented in the previous section, have largely indicated that women have been
worse off than men, that the magnitude of their transition upon arrival in Australia and
the loss of occupational status in their manufacturing work here has been greater than
that of migrant men. In this section, we consider the degree to which the acquisition of
the workplace relevant skills is different in the groups of immigrant men and women.
The differences of interest here are both the amount and the forms of skills acquisition.
3 .1

Qualifications

The following table indicates the qualifications that the migrants had obtained overseas
after leaving school. A quarter of the females and a third of the males had obtained such
qualifications. Thirteen of the sample had degrees (4 per cent of females and 6 per cent
of males). There are significant differences in the qualifications of males and females:
first, a smaller proportion of females than of males had obtained any post-school
qualifications at all, and secondly, whereas a quarter of males had trade certificates,
only 9 per cent of females had similar certificates. The women's qualifications were
more often in non-trade areas.
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Table 9

Nature of post-school qualifications obtained overseas

Qualifications
Post Graduate
Bachelor degree

Females

(No.)

Males

(No.)

0
3

2

3
1

10

Construction

0

2

Agriculture

0

1

Electrical

0

5

Metals
Automobiles

0
0

9
7

Furniture
Clothing and footwear

0
6

5
4

Other

1

6

7

39

0
4

1
0

3
0

0
2

0

4

7

7

Total post-school qualifications

18

57

No post-school qualifications

61

103

Total degrees
Diploma
Trade certificate

Total trade certificates

8
1

Non-trade qualifications
Construction
Home economics
Nursing, education
Metals, automobile
Other
Total non trade qualifications

Note: 15 females and 18 males had not completed schooling at time o f migration.
Significance tests: Degree/dipl/trade/non-trade/none by gender: Chi-square = 10.546, df = 4, p = 0.032.

Though most women and men had no post-school qualifications, then, a good number
did. This had little effect, in the case of the women most particularly, on their allocation
to occupations in manufacturing industry. A skills wastage is surely evident here.
Noteworthy as well is the tendency for male migrants to have been more aggressive
than female migrants in seeking to have their overseas qualifications recognised in
Australia. Half the qualified male migrants had tried to have their overseas
qualifications recognised, compared to only 10 per cent of the qualified females.
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Some 9 per cent of the sample had obtained post-school qualifications since arriving in
Australia -11 per cent of males and 5 per cent of females. The table below summarises
the extent to which the members of the sample had obtained post-school qualifications.
Males are much more highly qualified than females - in terms of both overseas and
Australian qualifications.
Table 10

Post-school qualifications: sum m ary, per cent
Females

Males

None

19
5
76

32
11
57

Total persons

94

178

Qualifications obtained
Overseas
In Australia

Significant# tests: qualifications by gender: Chi-squared = 9.475, df = 2, p = 0.009.

The type of qualifications obtained by the migrants in Australia have exacerbated the
differences observed in the overseas qualifications. Two thirds of the qualified males
have trade certificates, but only one third of the qualified females. By contrast, females
are more likely than males to have non-trade certificates of qualifications that are not
classifiable by level.
Table 11

N ature of post-school qualifications obtained in A ustralia

Q ualifications

Females

(No.)

M ales

(No.)

Post Graduate

0

Bachelor degree

4

3
8

Total degrees

4

11

Diploma

2

3

Construction

0

Agriculture

0

Electrical

0

Metals
Automobiles

0

Furniture

0

Clothing and footwear

6
1

3
1
6
16
8
5
5
7

7

51

Trade certificate

Other
Total trade certificates

0

19
Non-trade qualifications
Construction

0

1

Home economics

4

0

Nursing, education

4

Metals, automobile

0
1

0
4

Other
Total non trade qualifications

5

9

10

Total post-school qualifications

22

75

No post-school qualifications

72

103

Significance tests: Degree/dipl/trade/non-trade/none by gender: Chi-square = 18.183, d f = 4 , p = 0.001.

Summarizing the qualifications situation, the women had fewer post-school
qualifications on arrival than had the men, and fewer proportionally of those trade skills
which might have benefited them immediately in manufacturing work. Importantly, the
form and amount of qualifications acquired since arrival in Australia have only served
to confirm this difference. Women have acquired fewer skills since arrival, and have
tended to gain non-trade skills. Women, too, were less aggressive in trying to have
overseas qualifications recognized in Australia. There is some basis, then, to expect the
occupational status of immigrant women in manufacturing work to be lower than that of
immigrant men and their prospects for mobility to be fewer. But in a context in which
the allocation of people in this sample to occupations in manufacturing industry has
proceeded despite qualifications and previous experience, and in which occupational
and industrial mobility has been low for everyone, initial and subsequent qualifications
may not have made much difference.
3 .2

Language skills

A variety of means have been used to learn English. One fifth of the respondents had
first learnt English in high school overseas - a rather higher proportion of males than
females (and almost all Vietnamese-born). Another two fifths (including nearly half the
women) learnt English at work. And 15 per cent (mostly men) learnt English through
general listening, or in conversation with family or friends - there is some evidence here
of the social isolation of migrant women from Australian culture. Thus 75 per cent of
the respondents learnt English by some means other than courses in Australia offered
by the Australian government. Of the formal courses in Australia, women mostly used
pre-arrival courses, hostel courses or other courses (including high school). By
contrast, the most common courses used by men were night classes. Males and females
use quite different means of learning English - which seems to indicate that some care
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must be taken in designing gender-neutral (or even, given the evidence about language
ability, affirmative) improvements to the accessibility of English language courses to
migrants.
Table 12

Methods used to first learn English, per cent

Method

Females

Males

Total

16

23

21

Course pre arrival

8

7

8

Hostel

9

3

5

At work

47

34

39

General listening, friends etc

10

18

15

Other course, high school here

9

5

6

Night school, language centre

2

9

6

92

174

266

High school overseas

Number of respondents

Significance tests; Method o f gender: Chi-squared = 15.272, d f=

6, p = 0.018.

Even though migrants may first learn English by some other means, they may
nevertheless take courses later. The following table indicates that less than half the
migrants did take any kind of English language course in Australia and only a third of
the women.
Table 13

Use of English language courses in Australia, per cent

Use

Females

Males

No

64

55

Yes

36

45

Number

94

176

Significance tests: Use by gender: Chi-squared = 1.913, df = 1, p = 0.167.

A clear majority of those who had taken a course took one of those offered in the
English for New Arrivals programme of the Adult Migrant Education Service. High
school or TAPE courses accounted for another third. Although the differences between
the genders are not statistically significant, two features of this table deserve further
investigation. First, females are more likely than males to take the courses offered at
hostels (English for New Arrivals) or in correspondence - courses that involve
relatively little contact with the wider Australian world. By contrast, males seem to rely
more heavily on more public courses offered in schools, AMES or other courses. If
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such a difference is real - rather than simply the result of sampling fluctuations - then it
has important implications for language and other cultural policies.
Table 14

Type of language course used in Australia, per cent
Females

Males

English for new arrivals

50

44

High school, TAPE

26

32

6
12

15
1

6

8

34

79

Type

Adult migrant education service
Correspondence
Other
Number taking a course

Significance tests: Type by gender (the last two categories are combined to avoid problems caused by
low frequencies): Chi-squared = 3.636, df = 3, p = 0.304.

In sum, there is evidence that the women in the sample have taken fewer English
language courses than have the men after arrival in Australia. Those courses women
have taken seem to have required less contact with the wider community - they have
been correspondence and new arrivals courses. The means by which women and men
are acquiring English language skills, then, seem to differ. This requires further study,
if policies are to take it into account in improving access to English language skills for
men and women of non English-speaking background.
3 .3

Training

When they began their first job in Australian manufacturing industry, 11 per cent of
women and 19 per cent of men had no training at all. Most training, when it was given,
was informal (see table below). Of those trained, proportionately more women report
their training to have been informal. What formal and safety training was received was
more likely to have been received by men. The length of time over which any training
was given varied little between the men and women. About 40 per cent of those trained,
both men and women, received between 2 and 5 days of training, and about equal
numbers of the rest of those trained had more or less instruction than this. Over 90 per
cent of both men and women received no ongoing training; slightly more women
reported ongoing training, but this was probably of an informal sort.
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Table 15

Training received at start of first job in manufacturing,
per cent

Training type

Females

Males

Total

None

11

19

16

Instruction by supervisor

26

16

19

Informal

42

35

37

Other workers

19

25

Safety/formal

2

6

23
4

93

178

271

Number of persons

Significance tests: Training type by gender: Chi-squared = 0.062, df = 4, p = 0.062.

At the start of the main job in manufacturing, no differences were recorded in the type
or length of training received by the women and men. But the numbers of people in the
group receiving training of any sort declined in comparison to the numbers receiving
training at the start of the first job. Men still reported receiving less training than did
women. And over 50 per cent of the men and women receiving training then termed it
"informal" (54 per cent of women and 50 per cent of men). One stage later, of those
now remaining in the labourforce, few reported receiving training at the start of their
current job. This is not surprising, given the low occupational mobility described
earlier.
More women (46 per cent) than men (38 per cent) felt they had benefited from their
training in Australian manufacturing industry, though the difference between the sexes
in this was not significant. And overall, more women and men felt they had not
benefited from the training. Of those who had benefited, the women's descriptions of
the form of this gain are quite different to those of the men. The table below shows
this. What the women feel to have been of benefit is primarily just the general
experience gained in working, an "informal" sort of benefit we might term it. A good
proportion of the men say this too, but others designate specific benefits: their training
gave them experience in a specific trade, in quality circles, or gained them
qualifications.
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Table 16

Benefits from training in Australian manufacturing industry

Benefit type

Females

Males

Females

Males

(No)

(No)

percent

per cent

None

51

111

56

63

Job experience

35

43

38

24

5

22

5

13

91

176

Trade experience, quality
circles, qualifications
Number of persons

Significance tests: Benefit type by gender: Chi-squared = .441, df = 2, p = 0.024.

The workers' descriptions of their major skills relevant to employment fall into this
formal/informal, specific/general dichotomy also, when they are disaggregated by
gender. Far more women indicate their major skills to be general work experience, or a
wide range of skills gained through work experience; more men indicate their skills are
from study, or related to training received, as well as that they have the ability to be a
‘good’ efficient worker.
Table 17

Major skills relevant to employment, per cent
Females

Males

None/don’t know

22

22

Wide range

30

15

Good worker

10

16

Study/training qualifications

12

20

Experience

24

13

1

3

87

175

Type of skill

Management
Number of persons

Significance tests: Chi-squared = 20.863. df = 5, p = 0.001.

A highly significant difference existed between the additional training or skills the
women thought would be useful and those the men cited. Though a majority of both
men and women felt that no skills or training would be valuable, men said this more
than women. Furthermore, women specified that English skills would be of benefit,
and computer training. Men emphasized mechanical skills, presumably to further their
capacity as tradesmen.
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Table 18

Additional skills/training felt to be useful, per cent

Skill type

Female

Male

None

56

61

English

20

10

Don’t know

4

3

Mechanical

0

16

Computer

16

Specialist

3

7
4

94

178

Number of persons

Significance tests: Skill type by gender: Chi-squared = 25.335, df = 5, p = 0.000.

Various barriers were identified, by the men and women interviewed, as likely to
prevent their engaging in additional training or skills enhancement. The barriers
identified differed between men and women: women stressed family commitments,
whilst men stressed age, injury and health as reasons preventing further training. Both
feel lack of time to be a problem, and the timing of shifts. Men more often identify
language inadequacies as a reason why training would be ineffective; women more
often express lack of interest in undertaking further training, or fail to see it as
necessary. While there are a range of issues underlying these feelings, the womens'
commitment to family is consistent with their attempting to gain skills in a more
informal fashion, from within the home.
Table 19

Barriers to additional training, per cent

Barrier

Females

Family

14

5

8

Time/shifts

22

20

21

Age/injury/health

27

41

36

Lack resources

8

7

Transport

2

0

7
1

Tired

0

0

1

Language

8

12

10

Unnecessary

20

13

15

Number of persons

94

178

Males

Total

Significance test: Barrier by gender: Chi-squared = 16.904, df = 7, p = 1.018.
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In sum, there is considerable difference between the experience of training, and the
views of the likelihood and desirability of different types of further training, expressed
by the immigrant women and men. Skills gained, or perceptions of them, differ, men
citing specific skills and women general work experience. The training gained by
women is described as informal, the men's more formal (though neither group received
much training at all). Barriers to further training for men are age and injury and for
women family commitments.
4.

USE OF COMMUNITY SUPPORT SERVICES

If people are to work outside the home, and to have any prospect of long-term, careeroriented employment, they must have access to satisfactory care for their dependants.
Community support services in child care were most relevant to the immigrant men and
women interviewed, as children were the dependants most mentioned. None, for
example, described a need for support for dependant elderly relatives during working
hours. The figures describing the use made by the men and women of child care
arrangements of different sorts show differences in the forms of child care used, and
imply differences in the stress that must have been placed on the men and women as
they sought to work in the paid labourforce and to care properly for their children as
well. Many of those interviewed had small children when they arrived in Australia; this
was a time when they needed the support of social networks, especially when the
economic necessity to establish themselves meant a high level of participation in the
paid labourforce for many households. So, what did these men and women
do? Slightly more than half the sample had dependent children at the time they started
their first job. Sixty four per cent of women and 52 per cent of men had children when
they began to work in manufacturing in Australia. One in seven of the women had at
least three dependent children when they started to work in manufacturing here.
Table 20

Dependent children when first job started in
manufacturing in Australia, per cent

Number of dependent children

Number

Females

Males

0

36

48

1

22

15

2

28

25

3

14

11

94

178

Significance tests: Children/no children by gender: Chi-squared = 3.353, df = 1, p = 0.067.
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The people in our sample engaged in a variety of means of caring for their children. The
table below indicates the degree to which different means were used. Nearly one third
of the respondents had a spouse at home who looked after the children - 9 per cent of
the female respondents and 49 per cent of the male respondents. A variety of formal
care arrangements were used - school, day care or some combination of these. Nineteen
per cent of the respondents' children were in school (24 per cent of the women's but
only 15 per cent of the men’s); only a small proportion were in formal day care - 6 per
cent. Another 10 per cent of respondents' children were cared for by paid persons (17
per cent of the female respondents, but only 5 per cent of the male respondents).
Relatives and friends were used to care for children more frequently than paid persons by 19 per cent of the women and 6 per cent of the men. A good idea of the stress that is
imposed on migrant families by the need to care for dependent children is provided by
the facts that, first, three respondents indicated that the children had to look after
themselves and secondly that 17 per cent of respondents split shifts with their spouse in
order to care for children.
The form of care of the dependent children of these workers is a gender-dependent
process. Nearly a half of the males had a spouse at home looking after children, but
only 9 per cent of the females. Female workers were more likely to rely on relatives and
friends, paid persons and split shifts than were male workers. The children of women
workers were also more likely to be at school than were the children, of male workers.
Table 21

Means of caring for dependent children at start of first
job in manufacturing, per cent

Care type
Spouse at home

Females

Males

9

49

24

15

5

6

Relatives, friends

19

6

Paid persons
Nobody

17
1

5
2

Split shifts

19

16

6

1

59

87

School
Day care

Self
Number of persons

Significance tests: Care type by gender (to reduce the problems caused by small frequency cells, the last
two care categories were combined): Chi-squared = 30.115, df = 6, p < 0.001.
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By the time the main job in manufacturing started, the sizes of families had increased both for men and women. Furthermore, the gender differences in the likelihood that
workers would have children that were previously observed no longer appear: men and
women working in manufacturing are equally likely to have children and have the same
number of children on average.
Table 22

Dependent children when main job started in
manufacturing in Australia, per cent

Number of dependent children

Females

Males

0

29

34

1

16

2
greater than or equal to 3

38
17

15
34

Number

94

17
178

Significance tests: Children/no children by gender Chi-squared = 1.237, df = 1, p = 0.266.

Methods of caring for dependent children have altered in relative importance too (see
table below). Presumably reflecting the ageing of the sample, school accounts for a
larger share of the task of looking after children than it did during the first job, while
relatives, friends and paid persons have declined in significance. Fewer males have
spouses at home to look after children than in the first job - either because children have
become older and less dependent or because more spouses have entered the labour
market. However, despite greater familiarity with Australia, day care was not used
more in the main job than in the first. Split shifts continue to be used by nearly 20 per
cent of the sample as a means of caring for dependent children.
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Table 23

Means of caring for dependent children at start of main job
in manufacturing, per cent
Females

Care type

Males

6

40

37
5
12

27
6

Paid persons

9

4

Nobody

3

3

20

17

8

1

66

114

Spouse at home
School
Day care
Relatives, friends

Split shifts
Self
Number of persons

4

Significance tests: Care type by gender (to reduce the problems caused by small frequency cells, the last
two care categories were combined): Chi-squared = 28.029, df = 6, p < 0.001.

A simplified view of this table is revealing. One quarter of all respondents who had
dependent children not in school relied on split shifts to care for those children.
Total number of respondents:

272

100 per cent

180

66 per cent

125

46 per cent

(Of whom, 94 are female 35 per cent)
With dependent children
(Of whom, 66 are female 37 per cent)
With dependent children not in school
(Of whom, 41 are female 33 per cent)
(Of which, methods of caring

- spouse 50/40 per cent
- split shifts 32/26 per cent
- all other 43/34 per cent)

There is evidence, then, that forms of child care differ for the immigrant men and
women in the sample. The range of arrangements for child care is large, the
combinations of arrangements complex. Women seem to have had the more stressful
arrangements at the time of first manufacturing job, when the pressures of new
country, new job and young dependants must have been profound. Across the jobs for
which arrangements for dependants have been described, men have been more likely
than women, of course, to have a spouse at home engaging in caring. Split shifts have
been used by a significant proportion of both men and women, though somewhat more
by women than by men. What is very clear is that formal municipal child care services
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have been used very little by both men and women in the sample, and that the use of
formal services has not increased by the time arrangements for main job are made. This
is consistent with claims in some of the literature on child care use that immigrants use
formal services less than the employed Australian-born population as a whole (Singer,
1983; Sweeney and Jamrozik, 1984). It is also indicative of the scarcity of child care
places relative to need in a labour market with a high proportion of women in paid
employment, and of a lack of affirmative action for immigrants to enable them to have
rapid access to appropriate child care services.
5.

C o n c l u s io n

Manufacturing work in Australia has aspects that are experienced differently by
immigrant men and immigrant women. Levels of industrial segregation and
occupational immobility are higher for women. And the forms of training, both
language and specifically job related training and qualifications, that women and men
undertake after arrival in Australia, vary also by gender. Those taken by the men seem
to be more formal and specific, more likely to be a basis for occupational improvement.
There is some evidence, also, that child care has been a more stressful issue for
immigrant women in the paid labour force, than it has been for men. There is need to
explain these differences of gender in the immigrant experience of manufacturing work
and the social supports this work requires. As well, any policy responses purporting to
change the lot of immigrants must be sensitive to the effects of gender in the ways
work, training and child care are experienced. For example, it would make little sense,
given our findings, to introduce a wider range of night school English language courses
and expect them to be accessible equally to men and women.
There are various levels at which the experience of immigrant women working in
Australian manufacturing industry are being explained. One valuable approach has to
do with the restructuring of the manufacturing sector and its roots in global economic
change (Tait and Gibson, 1987). This has affected immigrant workers, either men or
women, in different ways in particular Australian urban labour markets, according to
the precise manufacturing industries dominating those labour markets. Accordingly,
research is now linking phenomena like the rise in numbers of women outworkers in
the manufacturing of clothing, textiles and footwear to changes in the global, national
and local operating contexts of those industries, in which firms are cutting costs due to
overseas competition. Research is also beginning to indicate that small business is the
destination of some immigrants who are retrenched from manufacturing work and
consider themselves (probably realistically) unlikely to find the extra training needed to
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give them other salaried employment (see again Castles et al. 1989; Castles and Collins,
1989). Much work remains to be done to document the precise forms of manufacturing
reorganization occurring in Australia's urban labour markets, and the particular
occupational, birthplace and gender groups being affected by these.
But the fact remains that manufacturing industry is the workplace in which many newly
arriving migrants find themselves, despite manufacturing jobs overall being in decline.
It is also the industry in which many remain, to whose requirements child care supports
must be organized and around whose hours language training and acquisition of skills
and qualifications must largely be accomplished. Immigrant men and women differ
from each other in negotiating their life paths around manufacturing employment. We
suggest that a range of institutional factors construct the experience of migrant women
(as opposed to migrant men) in manufacturing work in particular urban labour markets,
and that investigation of these must complement the broader economic explanations of
the world of immigrant workers.
A primary focus of explanation for the gendered experience of manufacturing work for
immigrants must be the policies and practices of the state, at the various levels of its
apparatus. (The practices of the state, of course, are not independent of the broader
economic changes affecting Australia.) We have seen in the data the inadequacies of
child care provision for a newly arrived (and later even not so newly arrived) immigrant
population characterized by high female labour force participation. We have seen
inadequate use of/access to language training. We have seen the allocation of these
immigrant men and women to manufacturing work despite this being inconsistent with
their previous work experience (for those who had been previously employed) and
qualifications; this suggests (amongst other things) insufficient government attention to
employment counselling and appropriate job placement for these people. (Indeed, other
data in the study show the complete reliance of both the immigrant men and women on
relatives and friends for information about employment possibilities.) That these forms
of assistance have been inadequate for immigrants, in part channelling them to
manufacturing jobs and in part setting them up in working lives of industrial and
occupational immobility, is clear; there have not been meaningful, appropriately
subsidized, orientation programs for immigrants.

But overlain on the overall

inadequacy of government settlement policies for immigrants are the reasons for
womens' generally less favourable experiences in manufacturing work and its training
and community service supports. Here, the broader influence of the Australian state is
part of the explanation. Many immigrant women arrived in Australia under a
government immigration policy which viewed them, and has continued to view them,
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primarily as the dependents of male wage earners and carers of their nuclear family
households (Martin, 1984). This picture is contradicted by the reality of their daily
lives, in which they are more often full-time participants in the paid labour force than
Australian bom women. For the women in manufacturing work in our sample, this is
clearly the case: they are employed, without much access to formal child care, and
without access to ongoing training at work or to many means of acquiring formal job or
language skills. Perhaps many women, who had not been employed before arrival in
Australia, did not expect to have to take up paid work here. In this event, the
government's and their expectation of their daily lives may have coincided, but both
expectations have been contradicted by the economic reality with which the women and
their households were faced upon arrival. It is also true of our sample that the women
are less qualified than the men (unlike the Australian-born population in which this
assumption cannot be made (see Curthoys, 1986)) and their employment prospects
have no doubt suffered somewhat because of this. Whatever the precise facts of the
matter, there has been little attempt to rectify the precise difficulties of employed
immigrant women: after over a decade's documentation of their circumstances (e.g.
Centre for Urban Research and Action, 1976) are still being recommended for special
government attention (ACMA, 1988). The practices of the state bear some
responsibility for the continued contradiction of immigrant women's lives and the daily
difficulties this causes. The degree to which the expectations of the sexual division of
labour in Australia diverge from those of the immigrants' country of origin, are also
important subjects for further study.
When explaining the circumstances of immigrant women in the paid labourforce, then,
the pressures of their lives outside the workplace must be stressed; the home and the
community, in which places they search for work, try to equip themselves for work,
and take up their considerable domestic responsibilities, set an important context for
their ability to take up paid work of a particular kind, and sustain their participation in
it. Any list of explanatory factors that stresses broad scale economic restructuring and
the changing demands of employers as the reason for their particular difficulties must
include as well an account of the patriarchal nature of government policy on the
provision of support services for labour force participants, itself partly, but not entirely,
structured by changing economic fortunes in Australia.
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